Lobsters Avoid Virus by Detecting Illness in
Their Own Kind
24 May 2006
Gloucester Point, Va., studied young Caribbean
spiny lobsters, some of which were infected by a
virus transmitted by physical contact and, among
the smallest lobsters, via sea water.
"Spiny lobsters are social and share communal
dens, so these modes of viral transmission would
have devastating consequences if there were no
mechanism to check its spread," the scientists
wrote.

Caribbean spiny lobsters, like these young lobsters
under a loggerhead sponge, are social and prefer to
share dens. Infectious diseases can be more easily
transmitted to animals in close proximity. Credit: Mark
Butler, Old Dominion University

Caribbean spiny lobsters are able to detect illness
in others of their kind, and employ avoidance
tactics to keep their population healthy, according
to a paper in this week's issue of the journal
Nature.

But a mechanism there is: healthy lobsters avoid
close contact with sick ones. "Healthy lobsters,
when choosing dens, don't move in with those
infected by this virus," said Butler.
"This avoidance tactic could be the reason for the
limited transmission of the disease among natural
populations in the wild," said Behringer.
The virus, called PaV1, or Panulirus argus virus 1,
"infects several types of tissues," said Shields,
"primarily in juvenile lobsters, resulting in metabolic
wasting and death."

The research showed that healthy lobsters steer
clear of infected individuals even before they show
The research results show that the usually social
disease symptoms. "We don't yet know how this
animals avoid contact with other lobsters that carry
early detection of infected individuals happens,"
viruses--even before those lobsters become
said Butler.
infectious.
"Pathogens that can be transmitted from animal to
animal are a major threat to their populations,
especially in animals that are social," said Chuck
Lydeard, program director in the National Science
Foundation (NSF)'s Division of Environmental
Biology, which funded the research. "This is the
first record of social animals avoiding diseased
individuals of their own species in the wild."
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